A prospective comparison between external fixation and plates for treatment of midshaft nonunions of the clavicle.
Several surgical techniques have been used to treat clavicular nonunions. The aim with this prospective study was to compare treatment of symptomatic midshaft clavicular nonunions with either external fixation or plating. The study included two consecutive series where the first 11 patients (8 men and 3 women) were treated with external fixation (EF) while the following 13 patients (5 men and 8 women) were treated with internal fixation using a 3.5 mm reconstruction plate (RP). All patients had autologous cancellous bone graft. After on average 8.6 years (EF) and 5.4 years (RP), respectively, an independent observer evaluated the patients. In the EF-group 8/11 healed within 12 months while 3/11 healed after reoperation with a reconstruction plate and new bone grafting at 6-9 months. In the RP-group 12/13 healed within six months while 1/13 healed after two additional bone transplants. There was no hardware breakage. The healing time for the RP group was significant shorter when compared with the EF group even if the fractures that did not heal after the first operation were excluded. In 4 patients the plate was removed following healing. There was no significant difference in functional outcome between groups at follow up. The reconstruction plate was a better alternative than external fixation due to faster and more reliable healing. Patients commonly considered the external frame cumbersome.